The complexities of South African Xenophobia on Nigerians: The bilateral relations insight by Ibrahim, Yusuf Kamaluddeen & Ahmad, Abdullahi Ayoade
 
The International Seminar on Regional Politics, Administration and Development 2020 





The Complexities of South African Xenophobia on Nigerians: The 




, Abdullahi Ayoade Ahmad
b
 
ab Faculty of Law and International Relations, Universiti Sultan Zainal 
Abidin, Terengganu, Malaysia 




The Nigerian/South African relationship is couched in the paradigm of complex 
interdependence. The fragments that conformed the two African major powers together 
include political, cultural, and economic spheres. Thus, any dissimilarity of self-interest 
between both countries would not only ruin their relationship but will implicate the whole 
African Union concept that unites Abuja/Pretoria relations. The sensitivity of the two 
countries with one another lay on the issue at hand. Also, over 100 South African 
companies, through the Department of Trade and Industry`s support, permeate the 
Nigerian market in several economic sectors. South African Companies such as; MTN, 
Stanbic, Multichoice Nigeria/M-Net, among others, are successfully operating in Nigeria. 
Also, Nigerian companies such as First Bank, Philips Consulting, among others, are also 
operating in South Africa. As long as South Africa/Nigeria are both dominant powers in 
their particular sub-region, a threat like xenophobia needs to be eradicated and co-
formulated some effective policies for the development of Africa. The study employed a 
qualitative document or library sources method and used past literature on different 
xenophobic violence noted in the journal articles, books, Newspapers, and others, in order 
to obtain essential information on the South African Xenophobia and its implications on 
Nigeria/South African relationship. The study adopted the frustration-aggression theory, 
and it found that the incessant xenophobic attacks on Nigerian nationals and other 
foreigners in South Africa are based on the perspective that the immigrants are the ones 
taking over their economy, jobs, and spreading diseases in the country. The study went 
further to provide some panacea to the heated issues of South African Xenophobia in 
order to strengthen the diplomatic ties between the two major powers in Africa.   
 





The major powers in Africa are Nigeria and South Africa, which are both regional leaders 
in their respective sub-regions, and they had a viable reciprocal relationship in the 
continent of Africa. South Africa is the leader of the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC), while Nigeria is the arrowhead of the Economic Community of 
West Africa (ECOWAS) (Akinola, 2018). In October 1999, the nations harmonized to 
formed the Nigeria-South African Bi-National Commission (BNC), which reiterate the 
African Renaissance and aspired the approach of African continental rebirth (Olivier & 
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Govindjee, 2013). The catastrophe of xenophobia is a usual phenomenon in the African 
continent, practice by some countries such as Angola, South Africa, Ghana, Zambia, 
Botswana, Zimbabwe, and Nigeria, among others (Akinola, 2018).  
 
 
Fig. 1. Xenophobic attacks against foreigners in South Africa 
Source: (Xenowatch African Center for Migration and Society, 2019). 
 
The viability of the two countries bilateral and multinational trade relations is 
reciprocated; the Department of Industry and Trade has enticed the permissibility of over 
100 South African companies into the Nigerian market in various economic spheres, 
including Nigeria/M-Net, MTN, Multi-choice, and Stanbic Merchant Bank Nigeria Ltd 
among others are effectively operating in Nigeria; also, Nigerian enterprises such as 
Union Bank and First Bank among others are successfully operating in South Africa 
(Umezurike & Lucky, 2015). The catastrophe of xenophobic violence that was 
perpetrated through posing ill-treatment on non-citizens residing in a certain country. The 
South African saga erupted in 2015, ensuing incessant violence upon foreigners in the 
country`s cities such as Durban and Johannesburg, instigating army deployment to avert 
the unrest. Relatively, the menace prevails in 2008 in South Africa, resulting in the death 
of 60 foreigners and displaced thousands.  Based on the report by the South African 
National statistics body, over 3.6 million immigrants are residing in the country amidst 
50 million population of the country (The reality check team 2019). 
The context of South African xenophobia had dated back to pre-1994, where foreigners 
were maltreated; it has attributed to the racism ground of the Apartheid era in Africa 
(Ogunnubi & Amusan, 2018). The South African transition to democratic rule in 1994 
revolutionized the xenophobia to a burning issue in Africa. Hence, South Africa and 
Nigeria have reciprocities in pursuing and promoting the prospect of peace, stability, and 
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development of Africa (Dauda et al. 2018). Regrettably, the catastrophe of South African 
xenophobic attacks was raged on Nigerians residing in the country, and have significantly 
impacted the two country economic ties and diplomatic relations (Dauda et al. 2018). 
 
2. PROBLEM STATEMENT 
The wave of xenophobia in South Africa is hinged with the countries inadequate service 
delivery, as the core responsibility of the South African government, albeit the needs of 
the citizens could not be satisfied, such reluctance is contributing to the incessant attacks 
on non-citizens based in the country (Mthombeni et al. 2011). A report by Human Science 
Research Council (HSRC) (2008: 6) reveals that the South African aggression towards 
immigrants is attributed to the citizen’s frustration over corruption and impudence of the 
government officials in service delivery, department of home affairs, and the security 
sector, consultation delay, housing provision and administration (Webb, 2008). The 
xenophobic catastrophes in South Africa has resulted in some Nigerian singers, and 
football teams from Zambia publicly boycotted the country due to numerous chaos, 
looting, and murdering of foreigners living in the country. In retaliation, the government 
of Nigeria boycotted the Cape Town meeting of the World Economic Forum; also, the 
Nigerian federal government issued a cautioning for citizens traveling to South Africa 
“due to the tension resulted by the attacks, the government wished to advise the general 
public to desist from traveling to hot-spot and volatile zones until the situation resorts.” 
Additionally, the President of South Africa, Cyril Ramaphosa, has openly condemned the 
incessant attacks and claimed that “South Africa is home for all.” His appeal does not 
quench the distress of some affected nations in Africa, which showcased their retaliatory 
attacks on South African citizens and their establishment in Africa (Nkosi, 2019).       
3. METHODOLOGY/APPROACH  
This study adopted a qualitative approach and employed the library sources method by 
using previous studies on various xenophobia in Africa with a special focus on South-
African xenophobic attacks on Nigerian citizens residing in the country. Such previous 
literature includes books, journal articles, newspapers, and reports, among others, were 
used by the researcher to figure-out the weakness and strength of the previous studies and 
address the gap left by the past studies.      
4. THEORETICAL UNDERPINNING 
This study is led by the Frustration-aggression theory founded by (Dollard et al. 1939). 
The theory applied that “aggression occurred due to frustration and contrariwise. Instilled 
frustration often resulted in aggression and vicious acts (Dollard et al. 1939). 
Consequently, when the measures set in place to curtail frustration was ineffective to 
resort the issue, it often erupted and storm into incessant attacks on innocent victims or 
target (Pastore, 1950). From the perspective of this study, the catastrophe of South 
African xenophobic violence on Nigerian citizens is due to frustration caused by the 
government of South Africa to provide the necessary infrastructure and conducive 
environment favourable for all. The wave of the phenomenon will destabilize the long 
term amicable relations between the major African powers. For instance, the Nigerian 
 
The International Seminar on Regional Politics, Administration and Development 2020 
(INSORPAD2020), STISIPOL Raja Haji, Riau, INDONESIA, 14-15 October 2020 
 
322  
foreign policy guarantees citizen’s safety of property and rights both in-and-outside the 
country, any desecration on rights and property of Nigerian nationals without rightful 
cause will affect the relations of Nigeria with such country. The South African citizens 
are conducting their businesses in African countries, including Nigeria, as Nigerians and 
other African citizens operate and conduct their activities and businesses in South Africa. 
It’s a basic responsibility of the host nation to make sure the security and safety of lives 
and property of both the locals and foreigners residing legitimately in their legitimate 
boundaries.             
5. LITERATURE REVIEW 
A number of studies such as (Haigh & Solomon, 2008); (Matzopoulos et al. 2009) 
revealed that the apartheid regime is the motive that instilled a xenophobic mindset in 
South Africa by posing oppression on the black citizens, which bring about closed-
minded, mistrust, and despair on foreigners.  Based on (Harvey et al. 2008), the existing 
transitioning into globalization brought an influx of migrants into certain countries, the 
absorption has consumed both the locals of South Africa and the non-South Africans on 
the sense of belongings, and the mannerism of citizenship heighten their security and 
anxieties to engage into vicious xenophobic violence as a result of the rise of the country 
as a sub-regional leader with the affluent economy as among the industrial countries in 
Africa. Also, (Nyamnjoh 2006: 5); (Burns, 2008: 120) has explained that the liberal nature 
of the South African foreign policy can be viewed as one of the elements triggering 
xenophobia in the country. Nyamnjoh added that the South African government adopted 
the approach of political and economic liberalism, in which the partiality of equity 
without justice was employed. The present study connects the gap left by the previous 
studies on the manner the South African xenophobic attacks raged on Nigerians and how 
it impacted the Pretoria/Abuja bilateral as well as multilateral relations, which has not 
been effectively illustrated by the past studies, in order to mend the diplomatic ties and 
strengthen the relationship between the two African major powers.                      
6. HISTORY OF XENOPHOBIA IN AFRICA 
African colonialism has militarised its society and instilled vicious behaviours in the 
states and the citizens of the African continent, which lay the foundation of cultural 
violence and social vices. These imply the vast system of civil war, terrorism, insurgency, 
and political unrest experienced by many nations in the continent (Akinola, 2018). 
Recently, the catastrophe has become part of the African story, even though it is an old 
phenomenon, and its destructive nature is now a point of distress amongst the 
stakeholders of African development, peace, and security projects. From Nigeria to 
Ghana and South Africa to Zambia, aggressions are being raged on one another between 
foreigners of the same African descent (Akinola, 2018). Relatively, in the Kofi regime in 
1969, Ghana expatriated over 20,000 Nigerian citizens under the banner of Alliance 
Compliance Order (Gocking, 2005). In retaliation, Nigerian in 1983 and 1985 deported 
Ghana citizens under the Immigration and Alien law; the same happened in Kenya, 
Angola, Uganda, Chad, and South Africa, among others (Neocosmos, 2010). The 
xenophobic expression in countries such as Uganda, Nigeria, Ghana, and Angola was 
ascribed to their economic situation. The same acts in Kenya and Chad were due to the 
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war on terror; also, the preconceptions of xenophobia in Equatorial Guinea, Cote d`Ivoire, 
Gabon was all involved in political and economic complexities. The deportation of 
Angolans by Congo Kinshasa was as a result of the political state of the country (Aremu 
& Ajayi, 2014).  
Moreover, the idea behind the eviction of foreign nationals in African countries is to 
reserve the locals the opportunities of prospect in their legitimate boundaries (Oni & 
Okunade, 2018). The catastrophe has resulted in distress in the countries where it occurs, 
but the host nation citizens have lost it in their mind that any foreigner residing in their 
nation contributes immensely to the economic development of that certain nation (Hickel, 
2014). Accordingly, any nation that despised or harmed foreigners living in her legitimate 
boundaries without any legal reason, such activity will definitely affect the diplomatic 
ties between the countries. Even though the resonate hatred by Africans over their fellow 
Africans and other related acts has been strongly condemned in the continent (Brobbey, 
2018). The rate at which the xenophobia is perpetrating in South Africa has echoed great 
pain in Africa. It is well noted that xenophobia in countries such as Ghana, Angola, and 
Nigeria, among others, does not involve viciousness (Chandia & Hart, 2016). The point 
here is that none of the xenophobia in Africa displayed violence and brutality in the 
manner the South African incessant attacks raged on foreigners brutally prevailed (Oni & 
Okunade, 2018). 
6.1 Genesis of Xenophobia in South Africa 
The context of the South African xenophobia has been dated back to pre-1994, where 
foreigners were endangered with discrimination and viciousness in the country, though 
the menace is attributed to the reputable racism from the era of the Apartheid (Ogunnubi 
& Amusan, 2018). South Africa has been recognized with massive influx legal and illicit 
foreigners drifting into the country; the statistics of foreigners in South Africa revealed 
that over 2.2 million immigrants from 53 states of African were living in South Africa 
(Molatlhwa, 2012). It has been reported that Zimbabwe has the maximum number of 
migrants in South Africa, followed by Mozambique (Molatlhwa, 2012). Relatively, the 
industrialized and favourable atmosphere of South Africa made it one of the best nations 
in Africa were foreigners that planned on just visiting were overwhelmed to stay (Dyson 
et al. 2015). It made the country unique amongst African states for its flexible economic 
structure that draw the attention of people from all parts of the world to migrate into the 
country (Adeogun & Faluyi, 2018). The nation embarks on employing non-citizens since 
its discovery of gold in the nineteenth century (Adeogun & Faluyi, 2018). Due to this 
magnitude, South Africa was able to succumb to the influx of foreigners from the 
continent of Africa and other countries of the world (Adam & Moodley, 2013). The 
foreigners were penetrating the country to work in the mining industry since the apartheid 
era; the locals of South African since then despised the foreigners and often pursued them 
out from their community (Fayomi et al. 2015).   
Furthermore, the foreigners that often migrate into the country are those that are facing 
failures, poverty, seeking refuge from terrorism, war, and other economic crises from 
their native countries (Solomon & Kosaka, 2013). Based on a report by United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHRC 2019), South Africa have hosted more than 
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310,000 in 2014 and also 260,000 in 2019 refuge seekers through the hospitality and 
open-door policy of the country, hosting Botswana, Burundi, Ethiopia, Nigeria, and 
Zimbabwe among others, which increased the population of the country daily and 
convinced South African the narrative of the black foreigners are illegally coming into 
the country. (Gumede, 2015) revealed in this context that such is the force moving the 
train of Xenophobia, Negrophobia, and Afrophobia in the country, which also coupled 
with installed racism and discrimination from the apartheid experience (Kalitanyi & 
Visser, 2010). As such, it storms into chaos; violence targeted on the foreigners with 
delusion that they are the one`s importing hard drugs, diseases, prostitution, and related 
issues into the country (Misago et al. 2015).  
The conversion of the 1994 apartheid to democracy wipes out the narratives and incessant 
attacks of xenophobia in the country. (Nyamnjoh, 2006) stated that the South African 
xenophobia has an influence of globalization due to its borderless nature of influx in 
information, capitals, and goods on a large scale. It develops growth in belonging, 
citizenship, and declaration of boundaries due to xenophobia. The South African 
incessant xenophobic trends erupted in May 2008 in the township of Alexandra in 
Johannesburg (Tafira, 2018). It resulted in the loss of over 64 non-citizens lives and 
moved thousands that survived with severe injuries, raped, and disrupted worth millions 
of Rands' possessions (Tafira, 2018). It was related to the 1835 and 1846 wars with a 
campaign termed “Buyelekhaya,” referring to “go back home” raged on foreigners 
(Akinola, 2018).  
6.2 The Historical Context of Nigeria and South African Bilateral Relations  
The Nigerian government stands firm in opposing the 1960s-70s apartheid, involving in 
the Frontline States (FLS) meetings on Southern Africa against the apartheid regime and 
advocating on the UN special anti-apartheid committee. However, the South African new 
president and Nobel prize winner in 1994 after the conversion to democracy has emerged 
as the transformative leader of the country (Akinola, 2018). The two nation's relationship 
becomes sour due to a decision by the autocratic leader Sani Abacha to execute Nigerian 
activist Ken Saro-WIiwa and the other eight Ogoni, defying the appeal of Mandela and 
other international bodies in November 1995 (Zwane et al. 2014). As such, sanctions have 
been imposed on Nigeria by the international community, and Nigerian oil was being 
boycotted (Landsberg et al. 2007). Even though many states in Africa failed to broadly 
support Mandela`s stance after the demise of the autocratic leader General Sani Abacha, 
the new then elected Nigerian president Olusegun Obasanjo and the successor of Mandela 
in 1999, president Thabo Mbeki, go on fixing efforts in amending the broken diplomatic 
fence between two major African powers as well as reduce chances of conflict and 
encourage new standards of democratic governance through the continental institutions 
(Adebajo, 2012). 
Furthermore, South Africa and Nigeria established the Bi-National Commission in 1999. 
Later under the rule of President Jacob Zuma, but South Africa suddenly change its focus 
to Angola to strengthen its Southern Countries Alliances and strong partner in Africa. In 
May 2008, the Nigerian government condemned Tshwane (Pretoria) over its reluctance 
to end the mistreatment precisely towards Nigerian citizens (Akinola, 2018). The tenure 
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of the two vice president (Jacob Zuma and Goodluck Jonathan) that later both become 
presidents of their relevant nations, embark in contrary diplomacy in South Africa refocus 
on other allies and shift their interest away from Nigeria due to its membership in G20 
and BRICS (Fakunmoju et al. 2015). Relatively, Nigeria's stance opposed to South 
African decision over the African Union (AU) and Security Council of United Nations 
(UN) on the UN/French intervention in Cote d`Ivoire as well as over the National 
Transitional Council (NTC) on the decision of the new government in Libya. Also, the 
customs officials in 2012 denied 125 Nigerian nationals in 2012; in reprisal Nigerian 
government turns away 78 South Africans from entering into the country (Carciotto & 
D’Orsi, 2017). 
6.3 The Diplomacy of Nigeria/South Africa Bilateral Relations   
The formation of the two nations' diplomatic relations started in 1994, along with high 
commissions in Abuja and Tshwane formed from 1995 to 1996, respectively. Their 
relationship becomes sour when Abacha executes Nigerian activist Ogoni 9 and incurred 
international sanctions on the Nigerian government. Later, the golden age of the two 
countries' bilateral relations begun After 1999 with President Obasanjo and Mbeki, which 
laid a foundation of new African institutions and developed efforts in amending the 
diplomatic ties between two nations (Benyera, 2018). Also, the two nation’s high 
commissioners were granted access to both country's presidents, which pave for the two 
to coordinate their efforts on the major AU and UN meetings (Obi, 2015). Also, Bi-
National meetings were held seven times between 1999 and 2008, and 20 key bilateral 
treaty was signed in 2003. However, tension emerged in 2005 concerning the UN Security 
permanent representative, AU Assembly of Government and States leaders, and the 
mediating role of Mbeki in Cote d`Ivoire. Consequently, After the 2008 BNCs meeting, 
none was held again for four years; the eighth Cape Town BNC session resumed in May 
2012, with emphasis to strengthening the country's bilateral relations (Akinola, 2018). 
7. CONCLUSIONS  
The Pretoria/Abuja long diplomatic and economic relations have seemed to become sour 
due to incessant attacks of Nigerian citizens residing in South Africa (Koutonin, 2016). 
Historically, the two nations' foreign policy emphasizes on African economic 
development and stability (Uneze et al. 2017). The extended Afrocentric policy of Nigeria 
has shown its commitment, more precisely, on the liberation of the continent from 
Western dominance (Yusuf et al. 2019). Before the incessant attacks on Nigerians living 
in South Africa, the two countries have a credible and viable relationship in which more 
than 100 South African establishments were operating in Nigeria via Department of Trade 
and Industry support, such as Multi-choice Nigeria/M-net and MTN, among others; also, 
Nigerian establishment such as Union Bank and First Bank among other are operating in 
South Africa (Umezurike & Lucky, 2015). The catastrophe of South African xenophobic 
violence according to Nigerians portrayed the country as ungrateful (Ogunnubi & 
Amusan, 2018). The incessant attacks on foreigners were built on the narrative of 
foreigners were the ones occupying their jobs, importing hard drugs and diseases into the 
country (Unah, 2017). As such, the Nigerian government and Nigerian Diaspora condemn 
the vicious act in the whole continent of Africa. The Nigerian foreign affairs demand for 
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AU immediate intervention to bring an end to the menace in South Africa. The South 
African government were urged to ensure decisive measure have been reached in tackling 
the issue, and provide security for all foreigners residing within their legitimate 
boundaries.  
8. RECOMMENDATION 
This study recommends that South Africa authorities have the viability to put an end to 
the menace, and condemn acts of politicians advocating through the media that foreigners 
are bad for a particular country, importing hard drugs, diseases and occupying their jobs 
and their economy to ensure peace and stability between the two countries. (Solomon, 
2003) stated that it is easier for the South African government to undermined the 
foreigners for housing issues, crimes and employment, but it is not the recourse of the 
problem, and it can eventually tarnish the reputation of the South African image in the 
international community. Evidently, the South African foreign policy was shaped to better 
the continent of Africa and the whole world, and the leaders of the country resonate with 
the African Renaissance, which the nations are using favourably to conduct their business 
trails in the continent of Africa (Umezurike & Lucky, 2015).        
8.1 Proposed Policy 
The following are the six key policy suggestions by this study based on the Bi-National 
treaty signed by South Africa/Nigeria in 2012, to energized and strengthen their bilateral 
ties:     
1. To maintain the relationship between the two, both have to be coherent in the 
institutionalizing mechanism of promoting and enhancing the Bi-National 
Commission. There should be proper consultation in both focal point of the two 
countries, at the position of director-general and the permanent secretary to 
coordinate their consensus at provincial and local government spheres, which will 
go a long way in assisting the BNC`s decision, as well as grant access to both 
countries leaders for fast and effective solutions and implementations; 
2. The goal of the two nations should be emphasized on representing the African 
interest in the international system and multinational grounds, including the G20, 
in which South Africa is the only nation in Africa. As part of the 2012 BNCs 
foreign affairs team’s treaty, Nigerian and South African envoys in Geneva, 
Vienna, and Addis Ababa should work closely in uplifting African interest in the 
International community. 
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